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THE AMERICAN OCCUPATION OF NEW MEXICO
1821-1852
By SISTER MARY LOYOLA, S.H.N., PH.D.

CHAPTER I
THE ANGLO-AMERICAN PIONEER MOVEMENT
EW MEXICO, which perpetuates in its name the hope of

N the early Spanish explorers to find in this northern

region a civilization rivaling in splendor that of the .Aztecs
of the south, seems always to have had some inherent charm
which piqued the curiosity and excited the interest of the
foreigner. Shortly after Spain had taken possession of the
territory, efforts were made by French adventurers to gain
access to this land of reputed wealth in gold and silver and
opportunities for trade. As early as 1703 a band of twenty
Canadians went from the Illinois country for the purpose of
trading and learning about the mines. 1
Spain, doubtless, had a foreboding that through just
such means as this her colonial empire would be wrested
from her or her heirs. Therefore in 1723, royal orders in
consonance with the general colonial policy prohibited the
trade which the Spaniards were carrying on with the
French in Louisiana. 2 Sometimes enforced, sometimes neglected, such mandates did not prevent continued attempts to
develop intercourse during the French occupation of
Louisiana. 3
Posts were erected in the intervening territory; repeated efforts were made to establish peace between the
various Indian tribes whose internecine strife rendered
French ingress difficult or impossible. Between 1718 and
1739 trappers and adventurers vied with one another in at1. Bolton and Marshall, The Colonization of North America, 282-5.
2. Bancroft; H. H., Arizona and New Mexico, 238.
3. Bolton, H. E., Athanase de Mezwres and the Louisiana-Texas Frontier, I,
et seq.
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tempts to push up the Missouri and thence to New Mexico;
At the latter date, the Mallet party succeeded not only in
reaching the ambitioned destination, but also in returning
alive. They reported good prospects for trade.
In 1741 a futile attempt to reach the Mexican outposts
was initiated by Governor Bienville of Louisiana. In 1746
or 1747 a treaty between the Comanche and the Jumano Indians made the Arkansas route safe. The immediate consequence was the entrance into Spanish territory of Frenchmen who, as early as 1748, went, thirty-one strong, to trade
muskets for mules with the Comanches. The members of
this party did not enter Santa Fe; but in the ensuing years,
one group after another went or was taken to the capital of
New Mexico. Governor Velez finally advised the Viceroy to
forbid those who thus came to return to the French settlements. Thus, he thought, further information about New
Mexico which would encourage others to try their fortune in
the foreign land would not be disseminated. Moreover their
knowledge of various crafts would be an asset to a place
which evidently suffered much from lack of skilled workmen.
However, repeated intrusions were being effected at
times with the approval or connivance of French officials.
An almost identical situation was also developing on the
Texas-Louisiana frontier.· Reports from both areas resulted
in a royal decree of June 1751 whereby it was ordered "that
French intruders in the Spanish dominions be prevented
from returning to their country under any pretext whatsoever." The Viceroy was ordered to keep vigilant watch of
the operations of the French nation. 4
With the definite cession of Louisiana to Spain (1762)
fear of foreign intrusion into New Mexico was practically
removed. By order of the Viceroy of New Spain the path
between Santa Fe and St. Louis was now officially explored
by the Frenchman, Vial, in 1792-1793,5 While extensive
4. Bolton, H. E., "French Intrusions into New Mexico" in The Pacific Ocean
History, 389-407. Dr. Bolton used as his source two expedientes which he discovered
in the archives 0 f Mexico.
5. Bolton, H. E., Texas in the Middle Eighteenth Century, 132; Houck, L., The
Spanish Regime in Missouri, I, 350.
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trade was not, perhaps, carried on between the two places,
it would seem strange if it had completely ceased. The casual
observations of Lewis and Clark in regard to such intercourse lead one to infer that such trading was not unknown. 6
Preliminary Steps in Gaining Access to New Mexico.
Almost half a century before any official attempt was made
by the United States to. take forcible possession of New
Mexico, beginnings of the extension of American influence
into the region were made by means of commerce. Scarcely
had the Louisiana territory been acquired when attempts
were made to break through the barriers set up by Spanish
law to the entrance of foreigners into the Internal Provinces
of which New Mexico formed a part. This was but one phase
of the widespread.
movement of the sturdy frontiersmen and
. /(
adventu:touS trappers t;:,~ explore the new land west of the
Mississippi and force it to yield up its riches to their determined efforts. 7
Baptiste La Lande, a French creole, has acquired a
scarcely deserved fame because of the fact that he made the
first ,~,ecorded expedition from American soil to Santa Fe.
He w~s sent out in 1804 by Wm. Morrison of Kaskaskia to
trade with the Pawnees, 'and, if possible, to make his way
to Santa Fe to observe the prospects of opening up trade. 8
La Lande sent some Indians ahead to determine what sort of
welcome would await him. As a result, the Spaniards came
out to where he was stationed and accompanied him into
the province. "Finding that the goods sold high, that lands
w.ere offered him and that the women were kind, he concluded to expatriate himself and convert the property of
Morrison to his own benefit."9
6. Chittenden, H. M., The History of the American Fur Trade of the Far West,
II, 490.
7. See Chittenden, op. cit., passim.
8. Pike, Z. M., E.,ploratory Travels (Rees ed.), 263.
9. Ibid., 250. Chittenden says that the government lent its assistance to keep
La Lande by offering him land "doubtless preferring that he should stay, rather than
return with reports which would inevitably lead to. a renewal of the enterprise,"
(Chittenden, op. cit., II, 390.)
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Morrison took advantage of Pike's official expedition
to the Red River to attempt to recover his goods. The endeavor to obtain satisfaction was unsuccessful, and La Lande
remained in Santa Fe "not only unmolested but honored and
esteemed till his death, which occurred some fifteen or
twenty years afterward-leaving a large family and sufficient property to entitle him to the fame of 'rico' among his
neighbors. "10
The next enterprise of similar nature under American
auspIces, of which we have any information, was that undertaken by James Purcell, a native of Baird's Town, Kentucky.
Then, as later, American energy would not be daunted by the
dangers to be incurred because of the savage tribes which
surrounded the regions through which the path to New
Mexico lay, or the physical hardships that must necessarily
be endured, or the laws· of Spain which forbade foreign
trade.H Before La Lande's adventure, Purcell; in 1802,
with two companions left St. Louis for the West where they
hunted and trapped. While they were preparing to descend
the Arkansas to New Orleans, their horses were stolen by
the hostile Kansas Indians. Their determined efforts to
recover the animals so astounded the Indians that they
dubbed the trappers the "Mad Americans," and in admiration returned the stolen horses. Hardships continued until,
finally, their whole year's labor was rendered futile by the
loss of all their peltries. Purcell thEm joined a chance
acquaintance who was going toward the Mandan villages.
There he was employed with some Indian bands in a hunting
and trading expedition.
The Indians desired to trade with the Spaniards, so
they sent Purcell and his companions with two of their own
number to Santa Fe to negotiate the matter for them. The
governor, Alencaster, granted the request and the Indians
returned to their bands. But Purcell took advantage of this
10. Gregg, J., Commerce of the Prairies I, 18. La Lande was huried at Rancho
de Taos. (Note supplied hy F. T. Cheatham of Taos).,
11. See Willard, "Inland Trade with New Mexico" in Personal Narrative of

James O. Pattie, 257.
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opportunity to enjoy civilized companions once more and
took up his abode in Santa Fe (1805) where he pursued his
trade of carpenter with great success. He confided to Pike,
who met him there, that though a passport would be given
to him on demand, he was obliged to give security that he
would not leave the country without permission, and that he
was not allowed to write; that he had found gold at the head
of the Platte river and feared his refusal to reveal the place
where it was found, since he believed it to be in American
territory, would be an obstacle to his return. 12 Although this
enterprise had practically no effect upon commerce, it is of
interest as a proof of American hardihood. 13
The most important of the early expeditions to Santa Fe
was that undertaken by Lieutenant Zebulon Montgomery
Pike in 1806-7. Instructions were issued by the War Department ordering him to bring about a peace between the
Kansas and Osage Indians, and to effect an interview and
establish friendly relations with the Ietans and Comanches.
Since this would probably lead Pike close to the Spanish
settlements of New Mexico, he was cautioned to be on his
guard not to cause alarm or give offense, since "the affairs
of Spain and the United States appear to be on the point of
amicable adjustment and, moreover, it is the desire of the
President to cultivate the friendship and harmonious intercourse oJ all the nations of the earth, and particularly our
nearest neighbors, the Spaniards." Pike was ordered to
make careful scientific observations and to keep a precise
record of distances traversed and of the general character
of the country.14
Many who have studied carefully the circumstances
attendant upon Pike's expedition are convinced that there
was much more in his instructions than appears in the documents. Coues says:
12.

345-348.

Pike, Z. M., Exploratory Travels (Rees Ed.)
"The spelling Purcell
is undoubtedly correct although Pike gives it as Pursley" (Chittenden, II,
Pino, P. B., NoticalJ Historicas y E8tadi8ticas, 74.
Wilkinson, J., To Lieutenant Z. M. Pilee, July 12, 1806. Document of War
Dept. Cited by Rees, p, XIII-XIV.

13.
14.

493).

I
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It is well understood that Pike had secret
instructions from the traitor, Gen. Wilkinson, over
and beyond those which were ostensible; and no
doubt the main purpose of his expedition was to
open the way to Santa Fe, with reference to such
military operations as then seemed probable. It
is certain that General Wilkinson contemplated the
possibility if not probability of invading New
Mexico. 15
Gregg, on the other hand states:

I

Many will believe and assert to the present
day, however, that this expedition had some connection with the famous project of Aaron Burr;
yet the noble and patriotic character of the officer
who conducted it will not permit us to countenance
such an aspersion. 16
The interesting details of Pike's trip were carefully
recorded by himself, and need not be repeated here. His
erection of a fort on the west side of what he thought was
the Red River, but which was in reality the Rio Grande and
therefore unquestionably in Spanish territory, caused the
authorities of New Mexico to send a body of cavalry to
conduct him, by force if necessary, to Santa Fe. If his real
object was to reach this Spanish capital, it was thus accomplished in the most advantageous manner; for in his enforced stay and travels in New Spain, he had sufficient
opportunity to observe conditions closely and yet he was
allowed to return to the United States.
His account of the forbidden land aroused enthusiasm
among his countrymen, and was doubtless the cause of the
fitting up of many later trading expeditions. They ignored
his reports of the difficulties to be encountered, and considered only the advantages to be gained. He states:
These vast plains of the western hemisphere
may become in time equally celebrated with the
Cones, Elliott (ed.) The Expedition.• Of Zebulon Montgomery Pi"e, II, 563-4See also Chittenden, R. M., The American Fur Trade of the Far West, II, 494,
and Bancroft, R. R., Arizona and New Mexico, 295.
16. Gregg, J., Commerce of the Prairies, T, 19.
15.
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sandy deserts of Africa, for 1 saw in my route in
various places, tracts of many leagues where the
wind had thrown up the sand, in all the fanciful
forms of the ocean's rolling waves, and on which
not a speck of vegetation existed. But from these
immense prairies may arise one great advantage;
the restriction of our population to some certain
limits, and thereby a continuation of the Union.
Our citizens being so prone to rambling and extending themselves on the frontier, will, through
necessity, be constrained to limit their extent on
the west to the borders of the Missouri and Mississippi, .while they leave the prairies, incapable of
cultivation, to the wandering and uncivilized aborigines of the country.u

He describes Santa Fe, .the population of which he
estimated at 4,500, as
. . . situated along the banks of a small creek
which comes down from the mountains and runs
west to the Rio del Norte. The length of the town
on the creek may be estimated at one mile, and it is
but three streets in .width. Its appearance from a
distance struck my mind' with the ~?"me effect as a
fleet of 'flat-bottomed boats such as are seen in the
spring and fall seas~p. descending the Ohio River. 18
In a very detailed account of the commercial conditions,
he states that .New. Mexico carried on trade directly with
Mexico and "Biscay" as well as with Sonora and Sinaloa.
The exports consisted of sheep, tobacco, dressed skins, fur,
buffalo robes, salt and wrought copper vessels. In exchange
it imported from "Biscay" and Mexico, dry goods, confec-'
tionery, arms, iron, steel, ammunition and European wines
and liquors; and from Sonora and Sinaloa, gold, silver and
cheese. The journey from Santa Fe to Mexico and return
was said to take five months.
Although manufacturing was carried on to a reasonable
extent, it was almost entirely in the hands of the Indians,
17.
18.

Pike, Z. M., Exploratory Travels (Rees Ed.), 249.
Ibid., 265.
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.since the Spaniards preferred to give their time to agriculture: He states: "Cultivation is carried on at this place in
as great perfection as at any I visited in the province. . . .
At this place were as finely cultivated fields of wheat and
other small grain as I ever saw, also numerous vineyards."19
He describes the people as the bravest and most hardy
subjects of New Spain. He attributes this virility to the
frontier condition of the district. Their lack of gold and
silver he considers as a cause of their remarkable laboriousness. He was much impressed by their hospitality and
generosity.20
The first to make use of this definite information concerning the conditions in the Spanish province were Robert
McKnight, Benjamin Shrive, James Baird and some few
others, all citizens of the United States who, in 1812, went
up the Missouri River and thence toward the land of opportunity.21 Following the directions of Pike, they reached
Santa Fe in safety. They had evidently believed that the
declaration of Mexican independence by Hidalgo, in 1810,
had removed the necessity of obtaining passports from the
Spanish government. They had not heard of the suppression of the premature uprising, nor did they know that all
foreigners, but particularly Americans, were now regarded
with increased suspicion. Immediately on their arrival,
they were seized as spies; their goods were confiscated; and
they were conducted to Chihuahua, where they were imprisoned. They remained prisoners until the final success
of the cause of independence under Iturbide, in 1821. They
were then released, and some of them made their way back
to the United States. 22
o

19. Bareiro writing in 1832 states that agriculture was almost entirely neglected
in his day. (Ojeada de Sobre Nuevo Mexiea, 23). It is difficult to reconcile those two
statements.
20. Pike, Z. M.. ExploratoTl/ Travels (Rees Ed.). 344.
21. American State Papers, XII, 435. The original document declaring the
entrance of these ten foreigners in 1812 and their imprisonment in accordance with
the law forbidding trade by strangers, together with an invoice of their goods is in the
Ritch Papers in the Huntington Library (Ritch I, 69).
22. Gregg, J., Cammerce at the Prairies, I, 19-21. The. reports of these men,
on their return to their homes, far from discouraging further attem;pts at carrying
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How fixed was the determination to gain access to New
Mexico is evidenced by the report given by Choteau and De
Mun of their attempt in 1817.23 They state that while trading upon the Arkansas under a regular license from the
Governor of Missouri, they were forcibly seized and taken
as prisoners to Santa Fe where, after mock trials and an
imprisonment of six weeks and deprivation of their goods,
they were finally released and allowed to find their way home
as best they could. In demanding damages, they declared
that their loss in merchandise amounted to more than
$30,000. 24 Their claims were presented by our minister,
Poinsett, to the Mexican authorities. 25
Establishment of Regular Trade Between Missouri and
Santa Fe. The collapse of Spanish power in Mexico, 1821,
made possible a phenomenal increase in the trade which had
been carried on under such unfavorable circumstances when
at least spasmodic efforts were made to enforce the restrictive commercial regulations of Spain. During the first years
in which Mexico, in her inexperience, was attempting the
difficult art of self-government, civil dissension and other
internal difficulties prevented insistence upon the former
restrictions, although they were not formally revoked. The
news of the increase of intercourse with foreigners upon the
frontier was, however, far from welcome to the Mexican
officials. 26
Among the many who took advantage of the changed
conditions were Captain William Becknell and four companions, residents of Franklin, Missouri, which had gradually
displaced St. Louis as the frontier commercial post. They
23.
24.
25.
26.
Mexico,

Senate Document 400, 24 Congress, 1 Sess., Pa.sim.
American State Paper., XII, 435-452.
Senate Doc. 400, 24 Congress, 1 Sess.
Manning, W. R., Early Diplomatic Relations between the United State. and
166-167.

on trade, induced others to try their fortune therein. The most noted of these
enterprises was led by an Ohio mercbant named Glenn, who, after many hardships
finally succeeded, before the close of 1821, in reaching Santa Fe. Jacob Fowler, the
second in command, was the interesting cihronicler of the events of this trip. His
journal was edited in a form as nearly as possible approximating the original by
E, Coues, in 1898.

1
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went out in 1821 to trade with the Indian tribes, and eventually made their way to New Mexico where they sold their
small cargo at great profit. 27 The success of these adventurers led Stephen Cooper Walker, and a company of thirtyone men to repeat the trial in 1823. After untold suffering
from lack of water, they finally reached their goal where
they, too, advantageously disposed of their goods. 28
A second enterprise under Becknell in the same year
(1822) may be said to mark the beginning of the regular
Santa Fe trade. Chittenden remarks:

,i

This journey is of historic importance in that
it was the first which led directly to San Miguel
by way of the Cimarron River instead of following
the Arkansas to the mountains; and it was also the
first that made use of wagons in the Santa Fe
trade. To William Becknell, therefore, belongs the
credit of having made the first regular trading
expedition from the Missouri to Santa Fe; of being
the first to follow the route direct to San Miguel
instead of by way of Taos, and the first to introduce the use of wagons in the trade. 29
In 1824 wagons began to be employed regularly in
place of pack animals, and a well organized company was
established at Franklin, Missouri. The commerce, however, was never monopolized by large companies such as
were formed for more northern trade. That it had grown
to remarkable proportions is evidenced by the size of the
yearly caravans and the amount of goods transported.
Augustus Storrs, named United States Consul at Santa Fe
in 1825, who wrote on New Mexico for Senator Benton,
stated that the proceeds for the year 1824 would certainly.
exceed $180,000. The round trip was accomplished at this
early date in about four months. so
Gregg, J., Commerce of the Prairies, 1., 2l.
Narrative of Adventure of Joel P. Walker, (Ms.
29. Chittenden, H. M., The History of the American
II, 503. A document in the Ritch Collection (R. 1., 80)
of the friendly relations established between Becknell and
30. Senate Doc. 7, 18 Cong.,· 2 Sess., cited in Niles,
ing Facts of New Me",ican History, II, 107.
27.
28.

in Bancroft Library).
Fur Trade of the Far West,
Oct. 24, 1824 gives evidence
the government officials.
312; Twitchell, R. E., Lead-

44

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

Opposition of Mexico. The progress being made was
not ignored by Mexico. In 1823 Torrens, the Mexican
Charge at Washington, reported to his government that an
expedition, which seemed to have for its purpose the opening up of a mine as well as the exchange of merchandise,
was about to set out from Kentucky for Santa Fe. He suggested that orders be given to prohibit or regulate this
traffic, since, otherwise, others would follow the example
and end by introducing contraband trade. 3 ! It was later
determined that the mine referred· to was· within the limits
of the United States. But the attitude of the Mexican government was shown by the order to the political chief of
New Mexico. He was advised that both the workingof the
mine and the trade were contrary to the law, and was
instructed to enforce the regulations concerning the matter
and to prevent the establishment of foreigners there until
the final passage of the colonization law, which would formulate rules for their admission. 32 The trade was, however,
far too profitable to the residents and officials of New Mexico to be prohibited in accordance with the commands of an
ineffective distant government.
;,
. Therefore traders were
rarely inconvenienced by anything more than a high duty,
which they could easily afford to pay because of the prices
which their goods brought. Their practical monopoly of
trade 33 was a necessary outcome of the distance of New
M.exico from Mexican ports of entrance or depots of exchange such as Vera Cruz or Mexico City.
Official Provision for a Caravan Road. Owing to the
widespread rumors of the importance of the trade between
Missouri and Santa Fe, Senator Thomas Hart Benton peti31. La DiplQmacia Me",icana, II, 13·14. Torrens· to Secretario de Relaciones
Exteriores.
32. Ibid., 17, 21. On April 20, 1825 instructions were sent to the custom house
officials of Taos in regard to the procedure to be followed when traders reached this
northern outpoast. There seems to have been no hostile intent in the regulations, but
care was to be taken to prevent any attempt to smuggle in contraband goods or sell
without a license. (Ms. in Archives of New Mexico, folio 75.)
33. An incomplete record (Ritch Papers, I, 81) compiled in Santa Fe in 1825
names fifty·two Americans who were then engaged in trade there.

j

,
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tioned the Senate of the United States, in December, 1824,
on behalf of the inhabitants of Missouri, that facilities be
given by the United States "to draw from the bosom of the
wilderness an immense wealth which now must be left to
grow and perish where it grows, or be gathered by the
'citizens of some other government to the great loss of
Missouri."34 Mr. Benton spoke of the value of the trade,
not only because of the articles carried out, but because of
the silver, fur, and mules which it brought back. Protection
for this trade was sought "and in the form which the char- .
acter of the trade required-a right of way through' the
countries of the tribes between Missouri and New Mexico, a
road marked out, and security in traveling it, stipulations
for good behavior from the Indians and a consular establishment in the provinces to be traded with."35 After slight
discussion the bill was passed. This authorized the President to appoint commissioners to mark out a road from the
western frontier of Missouri to the boundary line of the
United States in the 'direction of Santa Fe. It was provided
that the consent of the intervening tribes to the marking of
the line be obtained, as well as their promise not to molest
the citizens of the United States or of Mexico traveling'
thereon; and that upon the mutual arrangements between
the United States and Mexico, the road would be continued·
to the boundaries of New Mexico. Ten thousand dollars
were appropriated for the marking of the road and $20,000
to defray the expenses of dealing with the Indians. 36
These measures were carefully noted by Obregon, the
minister from Mexico, who in his official report of March 30,
1825, stated that much attention was being given to the
commerce from Missouri and that consuls had been appointed to go to Santa Fe, Chihuahua, and Saltillo to protect
the interests of the traders. Since no salaries were affixed
to these positions, and the incumbents were to be allowed to
34. Nile's Register, XXVI, 253. W'hat other government he referred to, Benton
did not state.
35. Benton, T, H" Thirty Years' View, II, 41-44.
36. Register of Debates, 18 Cong., 2 Sess., Appendix, 102.
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engage in trade, it seemed almost certain, he said, that they
would resort to illegal commerce. He suggested that a
Mexican consul be established at St. Louis to watch the trade
and prevent the violation of the recently formed colonization laws. 37 These suggestions were acted upon, and the
Mexican government approved the establishment of a consul
at St. Louis.
As a result, doubtless, of the warning given by Obregon,
the government requested of the governor of Chihuahua a
report in regard to the northeastern frontier. In a reply,
dated May 13, 1825, Governor Urguidi gave a lengthy description of the region, but remarked that the Anglo-Americans knew the true character of the country better than his
own countrymen did. He stated that encouragement was
being given by the United States government to settlement
therein, and that the effort to open commerce with Mexico
was merely a means by which such settlements might be
fostered. Because of the low price at which the foreigners
could afford to sell their goods, since the former commercial
restrictions were relaxed, they were welcomed by the New
Mexicans. He suggested that an effort be made to preserve
harmony with the United States, but that no advantages be
granted which would interfere with the interests of Mexico.
His recommendation that the military forces be increased
for the purpose of protecting the frontiers and thus fostering
colonization by Mexico on the Mexican side, was acted upon,
and troops were ordered to Chihuahua and New Mexico.
In 1825, Poinsett, our first minister. to Mexico, presented his credentials to the Mexican government. His
instructions of prime importance had been in regard to the
establishment of a treaty of commerce and of boundaries.
A copy of the Act of Congress providing for the road to
Santa Fe had been given to him and he was commissioned
37. The account herein of the diplomatic relations in regard to the Santa Fe
trade is based almost wholly on the able treatment of this subject by W. R. Manning
in Early Diplomatic Relations between the United States and Mexico, 166-189. He
cites as his authority, manuscripts in the Archivo de Relaciones Exteriore8. Mexico,
copies of which are in the Bolton Collection; and documents in the Dept. of State,
Washington, D. C., together with other manuscripts of undoubted authenticity.

I
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to explain that the purpose and spirit actuating the United
States in this" matter were friendly, and merely an attempt
to oevelop commerce" between the two countries. It was
assumed that Mexico would lend her assistance to the project
by bearing the "expense of the construction of the road within
Mexican territory.
One month after Poinsett presented his note in regard
to this matter, a reply was received from Alaman stating
that the question referred to could scarcely be considered
apart from the more important general matter of boundaries
and commerce. He gave assurance, however, that the Mexican government was convinced that the road would be
advantageous to both countries, and would do its part to
make the plan a success after the main questions had been
disposed of.
"
Further efforts to hasten the settlement of the joint
enterprise were unavailing, and Poinsett remained silent on
the matter for a few months.
Although the central government thus failed to give
any active support to the movement which seemed to jeopardize its hold on the northern frontier, the officials of New
Mexico considered it of vital interest. In 1825, Escudero,
a member of the legislature of the state of Chihuahua, trav- .
eling from Chihuahua to the United States, passed through
Santa Fe. Here, Baca, the political chief of New Mexico,
authorized him to negotiate with the United States some
means of checking robberies and murders by Indians along
the border. On reaching St. Louis he addressed himself to
William Clark, the Superintendent of Indian affairs. The
latter expressed the desire of the United States to see order
established on the border but stated that he had no authority
to treat with Escudero. Although Escudero attempted to
negotiate with Washington, nothing definite resulted save
a demand on the part of Mexico for an explanation of such
an assumption of power by an inferior.
In the meantime, the commissioners appointed to mark
the road began their work on June 17, 1825 at Fort. Osage
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on the Missouri River. By September 11, it was completed
to the Arkansas, a distance of four hundred and sixteen
miles. 'At the Mexican boundary the surveyors, according
to instructions, awaited authorization from Mexico to continue the work. It was hoped that final arrangements with
Mexico would have been completed by the time they reached
that point; but since no instructions were received there,
most of the party returned to Missouri, while Sibley, who
was in charge, and a few others went on to Santa Fe. From
there Sibley wrote to Poinsett, explaining what had been
accomplished; showed at what slight expense and with
what ease the road could be completed and of what advantage it would be to the traders of both nations.
After considerable correspondence between Poinsett
and the Mexican Secretary of Foreign Relations, the Governor of New Mexico, Narbona,was authorized, May 13,
1826, to permit Sibley to continue his task of surveying the
. western end of the road.. But the work was to be limited
to the survey alone. No trees were to be cut down or marks
erected along the route. Notwithstanding the restrictions,
which were faithfully observed, the road was surveyed from
Santa Fe to connec~ with the terminal of the road marked
.the previous year. "It struck the Arkansas near Plum
Buttes and followed it up to Chouteau Island; thence south
to the Cimarron eighty-seven miles; thence to Rabbit Ear
Creek, and continuing westward entered the mountains
near the source of the Ocate River terminating at Taos." 38
Little use was made of the road by the traders, however, who preferred to run the risk of possible death from
thirst or Indian attacks on the bId and shorter route than
to travel with security on the new but longer one.
38. Bancroft, H. H., Arizona and New Me",ico, 334; Eighteenth Biennial Report
of Board of Directors of the Kansas State Historical Society, 107-125. The field notes
of Joseph G. Brown, the engineer of the expedition give a detailed description of
the road surveyed. Here it is made clear that the terminus was San Fernando de
Taos. This record was published for the first time in 1913 by the Kansas State His. torical Society. See also Ritch I, 90 and R. 1., 91 for incidents connected with the
survey.
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Intercourse With California and Chihuahua. The Missouri-Santa Fe trade accelerated the movement of the
authorities of New Mexico toward California. In 1829-30
an expedition for the purpose of. obtaining the fine mules of
California for use in the trade was led by Antonio Armijo.
At practically the same time a similar enterprise was undertaken by Ewing Young of Tennessee. Thus was begun a
profitable trade between New Mexico and California. The
caravans exchanged the woolen fabrics of New Mexico for
mules, as well as for silk and other Chinese goods. A profitable trade was likewise developed with. Chihuahua and other
southern points. 39
In the trade with Santa Fe the Americans had practically no competitors. This was not true in Chihuahua.
Manuel Alvarez, United States Consul at Santa Fe, in a
communication to Congress endeavored to obtain privileges
which would enable the overland traders to undersell their
rivals. In 1842 he wrote:
The undersigned would represent to Your
Honorable bodies that when in the year 1822, the
inland trade between Missouri and Santa Fe commenced, it was merely an experiment by some
three or four enterprising individuals, who with a
few pack animals and a small amount of American
goods, sought to open a new market in that quarter.
The success of the first adventurers induced
others of more extended means to embark in the
trade which continued steadily for several years
.to augment in magnitude and importance, till
eventually a heavy amount of capital was invested
in it; great quantities of goods were exported from
Missouri into Santa Fe, and thence forwarded to
. Chihuahua capital of the state of that name.
In the course of time it was ascertained by the
western merchants that although they could profitably dispose of the American cotton goods, yet in
regard to those of English or French manufacture
39. Warner. J. J., Jedediah Smith and Early California Trapper... "Itineraire
du Nord-Mexico a la Haute Californie ·parcourie en 1829 et 1830 par soixante Mexicains" in BuUetin de la Societe de Geographie, 1835.
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they were unable to compete either with the coast
merchants who imported such articles directly from
their respective countries, or those who brought to
the various Mexican sea ports the same class of
goods from the United States with the benefit of
the debenture laws. Both these parties were
enabled in consequence of the less cost of introducing such goods, to undersell and thus drive out
of the market those brought by the overland traders from Missouri.
Now the experience of several years has demonstrated, that to send to the market of Chihuahua
American goods alone would be to court inevitable
loss, both by reason of their .bulk and the heavy
import duties levied on such goods by the Mexican
Gov:ernment.
To this circumstance in the first place we
ascribe the recent rapid declension of the inland
trade between Chihuahua and Missouri through
Santa Fe, and to the same conjointly with other
causes (a statement of which has been submitted
to the Executive of the United States) we also
attribute the present almost total extinction of the
American commerce with Santa Fe itself, in consequence of which the wealthiest and most influential
merchants are fast withdrawing from the field.
Repeated applications have been made to
Congress at intervals during the last ten years,
soliciting that the foreign goods transported in
their original packages overland to Santa Fe by
our merchants, might enjoy the benefit of debenture, which would place them on an equal footing
with those carrying on the trade by sea; but hitherto the applications have been wholly unsuccessful.
The undersigned feeling deeply interested in
the prosperity of a traffic, which conjointly with
the American residents engaged in it, he has followed and promoted for the last eighteen years,
begs leave respectfully to offer for your consideration, the following, as some of the advantages that
would result to American interests should the
request for our enjoyment of Drawback upon the
goods referred to be granted by Congress.
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In the first place the inhabitants of the West
and particularly those of Missouri by the convenience of a comparatively secure natural road
through one of the healthiest regions in the world
namely the prairie between Independence and
Santa Fe, would command nearly the whole of that
portion of the commerce with Chihuahua, which is
at present enjoyed by France and England through·
the seaports of Mexico.
Secondly, within a short time, the whole trade
in foreign articles by the State of Chihuahua with
the larger portion of that of Durango and Sonora,
would be diverted from its present channels and
carried on with the United States through Santa
Fe; a circumstance which could not fail of producing the most beneficial results to the inhabitants of the West.
The undersigned would state that he has
ascertained from the most satisfactory sources that
the quantity of foreign goods consumed annually
in the State of Chihuahua alone, amounts already
to more than $2,000,000 and th_e demand is steadily
increasing. All the profits on so large an amount,
now received by foreigners, will, if the desired
equality of footing be granted to the inland traders,
soon find its way into the hands of the enterprising
population of our Western Borders.
Thirdly, it is evident that not only those immediately engaged in the transportation of such
goods would be benefited by such a course, but by
the increased demand for American goods that
would naturally follow, all classes in the Union
would participate in their advantages; from the
manufacturing districts to the last place in West
Missouri where the outfits of the caravans are
completed.
Fourthly, it cannot be doubted that a more
extensive intercourse between the inhabitants of
Missouri and those of the neighboring states of
Santa Fe and Chihuahua, would tend greatly to
strengthen those feelings of mutual amity and confidence which from their relative geographical
position and the intimate connection of their interests it is for the welfare of all parties to cultivate.
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. Another advantage that would accrue from
the mor$') frequent travelling of our Caravans to
and fro over the plains inhabited by huge tribes of
roving and warlike Indians would be the rendering
these familiar with and friendly to the white man
and thereby paving the way for and greatly facilitating any operations which the Government of the
United States might hereafter have occasion to
carryon in that region.
Submitting the preceding suggestions, the
undersigned in behalf of the American merchants
who have solicited him to represent their situation
to Congress, respectfully petitions the· Honorable
Senate and House of Representatives to take into
consideration the expediency of granting them the
same privileges of Debenture upon foreign goods
exported overland from Missouri to Santa Fe in
their original packages, which are enjoyed by those
who reship similar goods at the sea ports of the
U. S. for exportation to those of Mexico. 40

The Fur Traders. While the merchants were making
their fortunes and acquainting the people of New Mexico
with their neighbors on the east, other no less adventurous
spirits were penetrating into the remotest corners of the
region in their search for fur-bearing animals, particularly
the beaver. Their work is not generally so well known as
is that of the caravan traders. They have left us few
authentic records, for they were well aware of the contraband nature of their work. 41 Among those best known in
this field are Ceran St. Vrain, the Patties and Robidoux,
although some of the other well known caravan merchants
also engaged in fur-trading.
In 1826, Narbona issued a passport to S. W. Williams
and Seran Sambrano 42 and thirty-five men with their serv40. Manuel Alvarez to Senate and House of Representatives, February 1842.
(B. M. Read Collection). Although this communication evidently exaggerates the
falling off of trade in the later years it gives a good idea of the activities and influence
of the leading merchants. The petition was not granted.
41. This account of the fur traders is based on an article in The Pacific Ocean in
History, "St. Vrain's Expedition to the Gila in 1826," 429-438, by T. M. Marshall, who
consulted the written reports of Mexican officials, transcripts of which are in the
Bolton Collection.
42. Ceran St. Vrain, (Marshall).
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ants, to pass to Sonora for private trade. The party probably numbered one hundred in all. At Santa Fe, or more
probably at Taos, the expedition was divided into four parts
for convenience in trapping on the various streams.
An amusing complaint was evoked by this influx of
Americans. It will be recalled that a certain James Baird,
with several companions," had attempted, about 1812, to
develop intercourse between Missouri and Santa Fe and
gained a prison home for nine years for their efforts. 43
Baird, on his release, evidently bec"arne a Mexican citizen
engaged in the fur trade. His zeal for his adopted country
and incidentally for his own business interests is truly
remarkable. In 1826, he wrote the following protest:
For fourteen years I have resided in the
provinces, wherein, according to the Plan of
Yguala, I entered upon the enjoyment of the rights
of Mexican citizenship, devoting myself for some
time to beaver hunting, in which occupation I invested my small means with the purpose of forming a methodical expedition which might bring
profit to me and to those fellow citizens, who would
necessarily accompany me in the said expedition.
I was moved to this project by the protection
offered by the laws to Mexican citizens in the employment of their faculties to their own advantage
and which excluded by special decrees all foreigners from trapping and hunting, which they might
undertake in the rivers and woods of the federation, especially that of beaver, since it is the most
precious product which this territory produces.
And although it is known to me that for a year and
a half past, they have clandestinely extracted a
large quantity of peltry exceeding $100,000 in
value, I have kept still, knowing that this exploration had been made by small parties; but now,
being ready to set out upon the expedition of which
I have just spoken, I have learned that with scandal
and contempt for the Mexican nation a hundred-off
Anglo-Americans have introduced themselves in a
body to hunt beaver in the possessions of this state
43.

See p. 8.
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and that of Sonora to which the Rio Gila belongs,
and with such arrogance and haughtiness that they
have openly said that in spite of the Mexicans they
will hunt beaver wherever they please; to protect
their expedition, they are carrying powder and
balls, in consequence of which no one is able to
restrain them. In view of these circumstances, I
believe that it is a bounden duty of every citizen,
who has the honor to belong to the great Mexican
nation, to make known to his superior government
the extraordinary conduct which the foreigners
observe in our possessions, which transgressions
may be harmful, both on account of the insult
which they cast upon the nation by despising our·
laws and decrees as well as through the damage
which they do the said nation by the extinction
which inevitably will follow of a product so useful
and so valuable. I ought to protest, as I do, that
in making this report, I am not moved so much by
personal interest as by the honor and general welfare of the nation to which I have heartily joined.
In view of the foregoing, I beg that Your Excellency may make such provisions as you may deem
proper, to the end that the national laws may be
respected and that foreigners may be confined to
the limits which the same laws permit them and
that we Mexicans may peacefully profit by the
goods with which the merciful God has been pleased
to enrich our soil. ...44

Immediate investigations were ordered, but even before
Baird had made his complaint, Narbona had become anxious
about the permits which he had granted and tried to make
it appear to his home government that he had granted passports, not trading privileges. He was alarmed at the number of foreigners in the country and wrote to the governor
of Chihuahua that his forces were inadequate to patrol the
frontier.
A report from Don Rafael Sarracino, who had been in
New Mexico in 1827, gives us a clear idea of the extent to
44. Archivo de Governacion (Mexico), Comercio
Collection. Cited by Marshall, op. cit., 434-5.

Expediente,

44,

in

Bolton
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which this sort of enterprise had developed. He wrote:
The Anglo-Americans, well provided with
arms and instruments for hunting, particularly for
beaver, are purchasing of the inhabitants of Santa
Fe the license which they, in their name, obtain
from the judge of that capital, for making a hunt
for a certain length of time and in certain places,
which the same judge designates for many leagues
distance in the mountains and deserts which the
Rio Bravo (Rio Grande) washes; with the subterfuge of the license, the Anglo-Americans are
attacking the species without limit or consideration
and are getting alarming quantities, frequently
without paying· even an eighth of the customs to
the treasury.45
In April, 1827, the Mexican Secretary of State for
Foreign Relations entered a protest with Poinsett against
the conduct of the traders who were violating the commercial laws. Poinsett expressed regret and promised that he
would submit the request for redress of grievance to Washington. 46
.Government Protection of the Merchants. Although
the caravan trade increased enormously during the next
years, there were frequent Indian attacks on small bands
of traders. This led to a renewal of demand for government
protection. This was granted, and Major Riley was ordered
to escort the caravan of June 1829 to the Arkansas with
45. Ygnacio Madrid to the Secretary of State and Foreign Relations, April 14,
1831, Archivo ·de la Seeretario de Governaeion (Mexico), Jetes Politieos, p. 1831-1833.
Expedientes, I, Leg. 59, 11'. 28, in Bolton Collection as cited by Marshall, 437. "The
Alcalde succeeded in getting twenty-nine tercios (tierces) of ve~y valuable beaver
skins which were forfeited in the course of that summer in the storehouses of the
deputy commissioner of the territory . . ."
46. Marshall states that he found no evidence to show that the United States
took any action to restrain the traders. On the contrary, in July, 1827, William Clark
granted permission to thirty-two men to pass through the Indian country to Mexico
(Ms. in Huntington Library, Ritch, I, 95). Eighty-four foreigners were reported to
have come into New Mexico in July 1827 (Ritch I, 96) and nineteen others passed
through Taos in November of the same year. (Ritch, I, 97). An examination of the
records kept by the officials of the foreigners in New Mexico proves beyond a doubt
the watchfulness of the government in this matter. These records are to be found
in the Archives of New Mexico, the files of the Historical Society of New Mexico, and
in the Ritch Collection in the Huntington Library.
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four companies from Fort Leavenworth. Since it was found
that the most dangerous part of the journey lay just beyond
the Arkansas, the boundary between the United States and
Mexico, Riley and his troops accompanied the traders a
short distance within Mexican territory. The troops remained at Chouteau Island until October 13, when they took
the place of the New Mexican troops who were escorting
to that point the caravan returning from Santa Fe.47 , In
1831, Butler, who had replaced Poinsett as our minister to
Mexico, was instructed by' Van Buren, Secretary of State,
to use his influence to have Mexico officially co-operate in the
military protection of the trade., The fact that t4e treaty
of commerce was considered by Mexico as inseparably
united with the treaty of limits then under consideration,
delayed the final ratification until 1832.48
The 32nd article of the Treaty of Commerce, as finally
agreed upon was as follows:
For the purpose of regulating the interior
commerce between the frontier territories of both
Republics, it is agreed that the executive of each
shall have power, by mutual agreements, of determining on the route and establishing the roads
by which such commerce shall be conducted; and in
all cases where the caravans employed in such commerce shall be conducted; and in all cases where
the caravans employed in such commerce may require convoy and protection by military escort, the
supreme Executive of each nation, shall, by mutual
agreement, in like manner, fix on the period of
departure of such caravans, and the point at which
the military escort of the two nations shall be
exchanged. And it is further agreed that until the
regulations for governing this interior commerce
between the two nations shall be established that
the commercial intercourse between the state of
Missouri, of the United States, and New Mexico in
the United Mexican States shall be conducted as
47. American State Paper8, Military Affair8, IV, 277-280.
48. The lengthy correspondence in regard to this question is given in the Register of Debates, XIV, App. 136:142.
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heretofore, each government affording the necessary protection to the citizens of the other. 49
The report that assistance was being given to the trade
aroused much criticism in the United States on the part of
those who felt that the federal government was overstepping
its authority and showing favoritism to one branch of industry.50 Because of this opposition, similar military protection was not afforded the next year by the government;
and was only repeated on special occasions, as in 1834, when
Captain Wharton's dragoons were detailed for the service,
and in 1843 when a formidable army under Captain Cooke
escorted two large caravans past the principal points. of
danger. 51
Prohibitive Decree of Santa Ana: Its Repeal. Indian
attacks were checked by the treaties with the tribes. But
on the other hand, bandits from Texas were "making frequent raids upon the traders, especially the New Mexicans,
who by this time, were engaged in the commerce in large
numbers. .These attacks aroused in Mexico, as well as New
Mexico, violent opposition to the citizens of the United
States. Nor was this animosity allayed by proof being
shown that the perpetrators of the outrages were in no way
subject to the laws of the United States, and, at times,
attacked Americans as well as Mexicans; and that United
States soldiers were employed in efforts to capture them.
It was definitely ascertained that Americans continued to
enter New Mexico without passports and were bringing
firearms to the Indians. 52 . In 1840, the Governor, Armijo,
reported to his government that those who accompanied the
annual caravan came for the purpose of spying. He
asserted that they would be justified in reporting that no
49. Tratado de Amistad. Comereio 11 Navegacion entre los Estados Mexicanos II
los Estados Unidos de America.
. 50. Niles' Register, XXXVII, 274.
51. Documents ·in the Archives of New Mexico reveal the frequency of Indian
attacks on the frontier settlements of New Mexico during these years.
Armijo to Minister of War, 1837. In the Bolton Transcripts.

52.
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effective opposition could be offered to any foreign attack
since the military force was ridiculously small. 53
Although the organized attempt of Texas to gain the
.allegiance of the New Mexicans was a dismal failure,54 it
had a baneful effect on the commerce between the United
States and New Mexico as well as on the treatment accorded
to Americans residing in New Mexico. The following letter
addressed to the Secretary of State, Daniel Webster, reveals
the degree of hostility developed.
Sir
In a moment of extreme excitement and danger We a few isolated American citizens together
with a few others, citizens of other nations, feel it
our duty to apprise the Government of the United
States of the circumstances by which we are surrounded. and oppressed here at this moment.
It has been ascertained here that an invading
expedition of about three hundred and twenty-five
men from Texas is approaching this territory; the
inhabitants of which in unison with the principle
officers of the Government have become so exasperated against all the foreigners here that we consider our lives and properties in imminent danger;
and it is our fear that long ere this shall have
reached Washington we shall all have been robbed
and probably· murdered.
This morning the Governor left here with his
troops for the purpose of repelling those invaders;
immediately after he left the principle plaza or
square of the town one of his officers (apparently
to us his principle and next in command to 'himself
who is also his nephew and confidant) returned
rode up, to the door of Mr. Manuel Alvarez Consul
of the United States at this place; and with the
assistance of several of his soldiers and a crowd of
the populace entered the house of the Consul, whom
they grossly insulted personally abused and
wounded in the face, however on the interposition
of some of the better disposed of the Mexican citizens the riot was appeased; but previous to this
53.

Ibid., Feb. 4, 1840.

54.

See below, Chapter VII.
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... he stated in the publick street and in the hearing of a large multitude of the Citizens that after
having vanquished these Texians he would return
and destroy all us foreigners.
This conduct together with innumerable insults injustices and unlawful oppressions, to which
we are daily subjected .proves clearly to us the
inveterate feeling that this Governor with many of
his citizens have towards us.
Had there ever occurred any dispute between
this officer and our Consul we might have supposed
that this attack was made on the latter to gratify
personal revenge, but as nothing of this kind had
ever occurred we are forced to the conclusion that
it was only the outbreaking in one person of the evil
spirit which exists in the bosoms of the Principle
authorities, and also in those of a large majority of
the citizens towards us foreigners who are here.
We therefore hope that by making this circumstance known to our Government it will adopt of
such measures as will prevent a reccurrence of
such injuries to its citizens. 55
Thus was generated much ill feeling, and the relations
between the Americans and authorities of New Mexico were
becoming more and more strained until, finally, President
Santa Ana closed the Northern ports to foreign commerce
and imposed restrictions on all retail trade by a decree
signed at his palace of Tacubaya, August 7, 1843. 56
On January 25, 1844, Almonte reported to the Mexican
Government that, according to an article in the National
lntelligencer, there was great discontent in Santa Fe on
account of the closing of the ports; and that there was
reason to fear that this might encourage the sentiment in
favor of annexation to Texas. He suggested that the traffic
be regulated rather than prohibited. 57 So great was the
opposition to the proposed forcible termination of the
55. To Daniel Webster; Secretary of State, Sept. 16, 1841. Signed by thirteen
American residents in Santa Fe. (Doc. in B. M. Read Collection.)
56. Gregg, J., Commerce of the Prairie., II, 177; Ro. Ex. Doc. fI, 28 Congo
1 Sess.
57. Almonte to Ministro de Relacione. Exteriore. y Gobernacion. January 25,
1844. In Bolton Collection.
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traffic, that the decree was repealed on March 31, 1844,
almost before it had gone into effect. Although the selling
price had decreased, and, therefore, the profits lessened, the
trade of the next years was as great as ever. 58
From its inception the Santa Fe trade had been of
great value to Missouri. Young men, of whose numbers
we can only conjecture since no two accounts agree, sought
fortune and opportunity in the apparently high remunerative business. There can be no doubt about the influence
this widely known trade had in filling out the new frontier.
Fearing that the commerce would be deflected from the
original points of departure, attempts were made to minimize the value of the profits in the reports which appeared
in the press.
As early as 1824, a resident of Franklin, Missouri; did
his part to keep the trade in the hands of those then engaged
therein. He reported: "This trade is done, as all will inform you." The editor of the paper, The Missouri Intelligencer, in which this appeared, when called to task for
allowing such a contribution to be published replied:
. Our own citizens were the first to explore the
route and find the market, and in our opinion,
ought to reap the advantages resulting from the
discovery. We have generally stated plain matters
of fact, in regard to this trade, abstaining from all
unnecesary embellishments or exaggeration, which
could only have a tendency to attract the attention
of other states, and induce large bodies to engage
in it, to the injury of our .own citizens and to the
annihilation of the commerce itself by glutting
the market. Already has a large party left Tennessee, and another from Alabama, (the latter
taking $80,000 worth of merchandize) and but a
few' days since, a gentleman from Boston, an agent
58. Bancroft, H. H. Arizona and New Me:cico, 837. A good account of the
trading conditions during the later Mexican period is given in the Memoirs of James
J. Webb in the papers of the Historical Society of New Mexico. One itemized list of
articles brought in by one trader is but a type of dozens of a similar nature to be
found in the Archives of New Mexico and the Ritch Collection of the Huntington
Library. See Ritch I, 226.
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of an extensive commercial concern, passed
through this place on his way to New Mexico, for
the purpose of ascertaining the real situation of
the Market, and if favorable to engage in the business extensively. That country cannot support the
trade to the extent it is now carried on. Missouri
alone can supply that country with twice the
amount of goods it has the means to purchase.
Our position enables us to carryon the traffic to
greater advantage than any other state in the
Union. 59

t,

Of the various articles brought back to Missouri, the
most important was specie. Money was scarce on the frontier to the great detriment of business development. "Opening an avenue to Mexico by which specie can be procured in
exchange for American productions, is, therefore, an object
of much and just importance."60 Although the Mexican
coinage in circulation had no legal status, Congress interested itself in the question, between 1830 and 1834, and a
number of bills were introduced which had as objects making foreign coin, or at least Mexican silver dollars, legal
tender. In 1834, a law provided that the dollars of the
Spanish-American countries were legal tender "provided
they were of certain fineness and weighed not less than 415
grains (gross weight) ."61 The soundness of the bank of
Missouri is attributed to the backing given it by the Santa
Fe traders for whom it served as a place of deposit on their
return from New Mexico. 62
It was futile to expect that such success would not
arouse the active interest of those who saw a way to utilize
the trade for their own ends. In February 1845, and again
in March of the same year, Thomas D. Hailes, who claims
59. Mo. Inte .• June 18, 1825, as cited in F. F. Stephens, "Missouri and the Santa
Fe Trade" in The Missouri Historical Review, XI.
The excellent articles by this
author which appeared in Vols. X and XI of the Review give an exhaustive study of
the influence of the trade on Missouri. For the places of origin of thirty-four foreigners recorded as residing in New Mexico in 1839 see Ritch I, 174.
60. Ibid., 305.
61. Ibid., 307-9.
62. Ibid., 311.

301-2,
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to have been British vice consul at New Orleans for many
years, addressing himself to Luis G. Cuevas, the Mexican
Minister of Foreign Relations, offered his services as Mexican consul at Independence, Missouri, for the States of
Indiana, Illinois and Missouri. He represented that the
revenue derived by Mexico from the overland trade was
unwarrantably small, due to the fact that there was no Mexican Consular Agent at Independence, the point of departure of the trade, 'Yith resulting fraudulence on the part of
the traders; and to the custom of imposing a fixed tax on
each wagon load without regard to its value. It is easy to
believe his statement that: "Dues are, in different ways,
evaded, and a vastly lucrative revenue comparatively withheld. You may imagine something of the rest by my instancing the practice of the Traders, of making one load of
two, by doubling teams, on the eve of reaching the place of
destination." Some of the statements in his communication
give an insight into the actual conditions. In suggesting that
a definite tax per yard be levied on cloth, he asserts:
A wagon load of 5,000 pounds (their average
weight) is equal to 24,000 square yards, which at
five cents would yield a Duty of twelve hundred
dollars-being twice the sum now exacted. The
trade warrants that rate of Duty, from the fact
that the cost in the United States is about 9 to
12% cents per yard, and sells in Mexico at Durango
.at 31%, to 50 cents cash. Calico, I consider, could
afford to pay 7 cents per yard Duty, and fine goods
of all denominations, 15 per cent, on the value at
the place of destination . . . The service of the
appointment to watch over the interests of Mexican Trade in that extensive region filled with citizens of enterprising commercial character is
obvious.
He estimated the revenue which would accrue to Mexico rather high, for in urging his petition, he declared: It • • • .
I firmly· believe I should experience disappointment did it
not produce $50,000 to the Treasury and it would prove a
remarkable affair indeed if the issue were not more bene-

I,
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ficial."63 There is' no evidence available that this petition
was granted. The entire tone of the letter would lead one
to doubt the sincerity or trustworthiness of the writer, and
the Mexican officials would 'scarcely appoint a non-Mexican
to such an important post as late as 1845 when relations
between Mexico and the United States were becoming so
strained. Rather, Mexico watched with increasing uneasiness the gradual assumption of power or influence by the
foreigners who remained permanently on its soil.
Trapper and trader had beaten out the path between
the western American frontier and the northern Mexican
outpost, Santa Fe. 64 From its inception at the opening of the
nineteenth century, the commercial intercourse between the
two regions had steadily gained in magnitude until enormous interests were vested therein. The mistrust bred of
lack of mutual understanding had been largely destroyed,
but as the Mexican government had feared, the violation of
the Spanish trade restrictions greatly facilitated the American military conquest of New Mexico.
63.
tion.

Relaciones E:r;teriores, Mexico, D. F. Comercio, 1825.1849, in Bolton CoUec- .

64. An interesting popular account of the Santa Fe trade and related topics is to
be found in Ruffus, R. L., The Santa Fe Trail..
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CHAPTER II
THE SETTLERS

The American traders were not long content to remain
simply as passers-by in this land of opportunity. To many,
New Mexico was sufficiently far west to satisfy their desire
for "elbow room" and they made it their permanent home.
The exclusive Mexican colonial laws which were abrogated
only in 1842 by Santa Ana 1 while placing a difficulty in
the way of obtaining land grants were not, apparently, an
insuperable obstacle.
John Heath. In the absence of complete records, it is
impossible to determine whether or not all these adventurous pioneers complied with the letter of the law and swore
allegiance to Mexico. There is abundant evidence that many
sought and obtained full naturalization. 2 In the second
expedition under Becknell was a certain John Heath who
as "Juan Gid" received a grant of land at the Bracito as
early as 1823. 3 and in 1831, George Pratt and William
Hague, non-Mexicans surely, if names are an index, were
able to lease land in Santa Fe. 4
La Junta Tract. Scarcely less valuable was the grant
given, in 1845, to Scolly, Gidding, Smith and others, who
became Mexican citizens and were thereupon given title to
the La Junta Tract, 108,507.64 acres in area, in Mora
County. This was soon converted into flourishing farms. 5
Bent's Fort. Among those who married into the old
families were some who later played a prominent part in
the history of their adopted country. Pre-eminent among
1. Spanish Archives of New Mexico, I, 275.
2. Record of the naturalization papers are to be found principally in the
Ritch Collection, Huntington Library. Some are still iti the Archives of New Mexico.
One document (Ritch I, 113, 1-3) names thirty-nine persons to whom papers were
given in 1829-31.
3. Spanish Archives of New Mexico, I, 124-5. The Court of Private Land Claims
established in 1891 rejected the claim which had increased to 108,000 acres.
4. Ibid., 270. In the Archives of New Mexico, Folio 72, Pratt is called a
Frenchman.
5. The Spanish Archives of New Mexico, I, 276-8; New Mexico Blue Book, 129.
John Scolly has the honor of having brought the first modern plows to New Mexico.
There are other grants listed in the Blue Book which must have been to Americans.
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these stands Charles Bent who was named first governor by
Kearny after the conquest. 6 A native of Virginia, after
graduating from West Point he resigned from the army and
engaged in business in St. Louis. In 1828, he set out on the
Santa Fe Trail to look for a favorable place in which to
establish a supply-store for the traders and a depot for the
fur trade. With his brother William, only less famous than
himself, and Ceran st. Vrain, he built the famous Bent's
Fort.7 These were the first settlers in the vicinity of the
trail in what is now Colorado. 8
Wislizemis,after a visit to the fort, in 1839, says : "On
Sept. 15th we reached Bent's Fort. It lies on the left bank
of the Arkansas, close by the river, and is the finest and
largest fort which we have seen on this journey ... The
fort is about one hundred and fifty miles from Taos in
Mexico and about three hundred from Santa Fe. Little expeditions go frequently to the former city to barter for
flour, bread, beans, sugar, etc. Then, too, much merchandize is annually transported by ox teams to this point from
the boundary of Missouri which is only six hundred miles
distant."9
It was not only a center for commercial activities but
. also the favorite rendezvous for any Americans who happened to be in the vicinity. It was there they would hear the
latest news from "the States." This assembling of foreigners on the immediate frontier was viewed with apprehension by the officials of New Mexico. In 1840, Governor
Armijo reported:
Many years' experience has shown me that the
dangers from which the Department suffers result
from the various fortresses which North Americans have placed very near this Department, the
·6. Letter of introduction of C. Bent by B. Riley of U. S. Army to Governor of
Santa Fe, July 10, 1820. Ritch T, 331.
. 7. Twitchell, R. E., Leading Facts of New Mexican History, II, 234.
8. Benton, B., "The Taos Rebellion" in Old Santa Fe, T, 207.
9. Wislizenus, F. A., A Journey to the Rocky Mountains, 141. A restoration of
Bent's Fort is to be seen in the rooms of the Historical Society of New Mexico,
Santa Fe.
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nearest of which is that of Charles Bent on the
Napestle (Arkansas) River on the farther bank.
Be kind enough to acquaint the President that if
he does not soon remedy this, New Mexico must
go to total ruin.
These forts are the protection of contraband
trade by their contact with the first populated
frontier by this Department, San Fernando de
Taos, where the people are .familiar with these
strangers. These are the very ones who supply
arms and- ammunition to most of the barbarous
tribes. These are the protection of robbers, either
foreigners or Mexicans. These are the ones who
dispose all the barbarian nations to rob and kill the
Mexicans either in this Department or other
Departments of the interior in order that they
may profit by the spoils. 10
Meanwhile the Fort was daily increasing in popularity
and importance. After great success in the first enterprise,
the firm set up a general merchandise business in Santa Fe,
which was even more prosperous than the first. H ,
Taos was of more strategic importance to commerce
than even Santa Fe. Charles Bent was the most influential
p~rson there during many years. His correspondence with
Manuel Alvarez, United States Consul at Santa Fe, kept the
latter informed of every movement of interest which
occurred in the northern outpost. He seems to have made
himself' responsible for the protection of American lives
and property on the frontier and apparently had little respect for legal procedure. In one place he asserts:
"I think the Governor is not a man entirely
destitute of honorable feelings he well knows there
10. Armijo to Secretary of War, Feb. 4, 1840, in the Bolton Transcripts. Since
this was but one of the many communications designed to inspire in the central government Borne realization of the exposed state in which New Mexico was at the time,
and the consequent ease with which a small foreign force- could conquer it, one hesitates to accept unquestioningly all the statements of the hostile governor. But there
is grave reason to believe that not all those who found hospitality at Bent's Fort would
rally to the defense .of Mexico in case of invasion.
11. Twitchell, R. E., op. cit., II, 234. The Bent Letters in the Read Collection
and the Alvarez Letters in the files of the Historical Society of New Mexico reveal
clearly the influence Charles Bent had in New Mexico. His position was doubtless
strengthened by his marriage to the prominent Maria Ignacia J aramiIlo.

,
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are cases that the satisfaction that the law gives
amounts to nothing. I had rather have the satisfaction of whipping a man that has wronged me
than to have him punished ten times by the law, the
law to me for a personal offence is no satisfaction
whatever, but cowardes and women must take this
satisfaction. I could possibly have had Vigil
araned for trial for slander but what satisfaction
would this have bean to me to have had him fined,
and moreover I think he has nothing to pay the fine
with.... "12
We are indebted to Charles Bent for the list of American citizens living in Taos in 184l,l3
Joh~ Roland
William Gordon
Francis Bedwell
Antoine LeRoux
George Long
Edmon Conn
Fredric Batcheler
Simeon Turly
Manel Le Fever
Stephen L. Lee
W. C. Moon
John Reed
James Jeffrey
Fredric Loring
William Workman
Chas. Bobean
Chas. Bent
Antoine Le Doux
Abram Le Doux
Raffial Carifil
Joseph Begou
Pier Quennell

Maried. naturlised

Maried, naturlised
Maried
Carpenter & Distiller

Maried
Naturlised, Maried
Maried
Naturlised
Naturlised
Do.
Maried
Maried
Maried
Maried

maried

Distiller & farmer
Guu Smith & farmer
Distiller
farmer
Distiller
Naturalized
Cooper
Distiller
Laborer
Merchant
Cooper
Distiller
Laborer
Taylor
Merchant
Do.

Farmer
Farmer
Hatter
Laborer
Laborer

The Canadians that are heare named are such as ware in the Teritory of Missouri at the time the Transfer was made by France to the United States in the year
1803. They are considered Citizens of the U. S. C. Bent (C. Bent to M. Alvarez, MB.
in Historical Society of New Mexico Collection.)

These men were respected by those who became personally acquainted with them. Their services were invaluable to many. One who knew Charles Bent narrates:
12.
13.

C. Bent to M. Alvarez in Read CoUection.
The following list was sent by C. Bent to Manuel Alvarez on January 30. 1841.
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He was a noble man and a great business
man-was considered the head of the firm of "Bent
and St. Vrain," his influence was considerable in
New Mexico. I remember seeing him in Santa Fe
on the arrival of Col. Sam Owen's Train of merchandise wagons from Independence Mo. The
duties levied by the Mexican Government at that
time was $600 on each wagon load of goods, and
Col. Sam Owens, owner of ten large wagon loads
of goods, put up in Bales, left his train in charge of
old Nicholas Gentry, at the crossing of the river
on the Cimaron route and with one or two other
gentlemen going out to Mexico for a pleasure trip
went by way of Fort Bent, and reached Santa Fe
long before his train of wagons reached the first
settlements of New Mexico, and there he made a
settlement with the Customs House Officers and
Mexican Authorities, through the influence of
Charles Bent getting his ten Wagon loads of merchandise passed at a greatly reduced rate ... It
was said that little of the duties on American Food
brought overland into New Mexico ever reached
the General Government, on account of the laxity
and mode of the officers in Santa Fe. A man of
influence like Don Carlos Bent, as he was known
by the Mexicans, could do much toward getting the
exorbitant duties reduced on American merchandise. 14

Of perhaps greater fame, if of less influence during
the Mexican period, was one to whom Bent's Fort was practically home. This was "Kit" Carson related by marriage to
Charles Bent for he married J osefa Jaramillo, the sister of
Charles Bent's wife. While the name of Kit Carson means
much in the history of the pioneers of New Mexico this
region did not claim his entire attention. The whole southwest was familiar to him. He began his career as a trader
in 1827. A contemporary describes him thus: "He was
naturally a commander. Personally he was mild, rather
effeminate voice, but when he spoke, his voice was one that
would draw the attention of all ... His language was forci14.

Boggs, Thos., 0., Ms., Bancroft Library.
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ble, slow, and pointed, using the fewest words possible ...
Everybody admired him ... He had a special influence over
Indians. 15
The Robidoux Brothers. Antoine and Louis Robidoux of
St. Louis were also early identified with the Santa Fe trade.
They, too, established their homes in New Mexico, at Taos
and at Santa Fe. Antoine married the adopted daughter of
Governor Armijo. Sabin writing of the "Dramatis Personae" of the early day in New Mexico. thus comments on
Antonio Robidoux:
First fur trader out of old Taos, whose post in
southwest Coloradeo was the pioneer American
trading post beyond the Continental Divide of the
Rockies; later with a post established at the forks
of the Uintah River in northeastern Utah, Fort
Uintah, captured and destroyed in 1844 by the
Utes. One of New Mexico's earliest gold minerssetting the fashion by "sinking eight thousand
dollars." Interpreter and guide with the Kearny
overland column of 1846 to California; where his
brother, Louis Robidoux, who had preceded him by
two years was alcalde and juezde paz at San Bernardino; grievously wounded by a lance thrust at
the battle of San Pasqual; granted a pension by
Congress May 23, 1856; died at St. Joseph Missouri (former trading post of his second brother,
Joseph), in 1860, aged 66. A "thin man" of the
French Canadian type, active member of a family
along the Missouri, in the Southwest and in California .. .1 6

Joab Houghton. Among the names which stand out
prominently in the annals of the ·first years after the Ameri'can conquest in 1846, that of J oab Houghton holds an important place. A native of New York State, he went to
15. Breevort, E., The Santa Fe Trail, (Ms.) 5. So much has been written about
"Kit" Carson that it seems unnecessary to go .into any further details here. His
home and grave today, are tourist attractions,jn Taos.
16. Sabin, E. L., Kit Carson Days, 121. In 1829 the brothers Antoine and Louis
sought and obtained naturalization papers. (Ritch I, 111 and 113. See also Ritch I •
.116.) Their passport was secured in 1825 from Wm. Clark, Superintendent of Indian
affairs. (Ritch I. 83).
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New Mexico in' 1844,17 and was appointed United States
consul at Santa Fe, in 1845. He engaged in merchandising
with a man by the name of Leitensdorfer, and from 1846 to
1848 their mercantile house, established in Santa Fe, had
the reputation of being one of the leading west of the Missouri River. Mr. Houghton was named by Kearny as one
of the judges of the supreme court established in New
Mexico in 1846. His career in this position was not a success. He had been educated as a civil engineer. This,. evidently, did not fit him for a judicial position.
Doubtless there were countless others who followed
the example of these leaders of men, and to all intents and
purposes, identified themselves with the people among
whom they chose to dwell.
Beaubien Grant. But among all the enterprising "foreigners" perhaps the most successful was Carlos Beaubien,
originally from Canada but who resided in the United
States from 1812 to 1823.18 At the latter date he went to
New Mexico and in time became a Mexican citizen. In 1841,
he and Guadalupe Miranda, a prominent Mexican, filed a
petition for a grant of land partly in Colorado in Las
Animas County.
The petition requested a tract of land "commencing
below the junction of· the Rayado and Red rivers, from
thence in a direct line to the east of the first hills, from
thence following the course of the Red River in a northerly direction of Una de Gato with Red River; from thence
following along said hills to the east of the Una Gato River
to the summit of the table land (mesa) from whence, turning northwest, following said summit to the summit of the
mountain which separates the waters of the rivers which
run towards the east froni those which run to the west, from
thence following the summit of said mountain in a southerly
17. Ritch I, 223. In the Ms. his name is given as Juan Houghton.
18. Charles Hippolyte Trotier, Sieur de Beaubien was descended from a long line
of noble ancestors. The family became well repr~sented in America. Various members became prominent in affairs in this country and in Canada. Upon leaving Canada,
Charles used the name Beaubien by which he was thereafter known. (History of New
M e",ico, I, 189).
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direction to the first hill east of the Rayado River, from
thence following along the brow of said hill to the place of
beginning." 19
In requesting the grant, the petitioners made use of
the usual declarations of unselfish and patriotic motives.
An old and true adage says that what is the
business of all is the business of none; therefore,
while the fertile lands in New Mexico, where without contradiction, nature has proven herself most
generous, are not reduced to private property,
where it will be improved, it will be of no benefit to
the Department . . . The welfare of a nation consists in the possession of lands which produce all
the necessaries of life without requiring those. of
other nations, and it cannot be denied that New
Mexico possesses this great advantage, and only
requires industrious hands to make it a happy resi-:dence ... Under the above conviction we both request your excellency to be pleased to grant us a
tract of land for the purpose of improving it, without injury to any third party, and raising sugar
beets, which we believe will grow well and produce
an abundant crop, and in time to establish IIlanufactories of cotton and wool and raising stock of
every description.
The petition was granted by Governor Armijo the following January. Immediately a claim was filed on the
part of the chiefs of the Pueblo of Taos on the ground that
the same district had already been given to them by Charles
Bent. The title was ther.efore suspended by the then acting
governor, Mariano Chavez.
The assertion of Beaubien and Miranda that the land
described by the Taos claimants was not the same as that
. asked for in the petition "which does not exceed fifteen or
eighteen leagues" finally prevailed and in 1844, Armijo, .
reappointed as governor, referred the question to the departmental assembly which was then in session. The
decree of Chavez was reversed.
19.

Twitchell. Spanish Archives of New Mexico, I. 62-3.
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At first the vast estate of truly feudal dimensions was
operated by Beaubien and Miranda in partnership. Miranda
later sold his share to Beaubien, whose son-in-law, Lucien B.
Maxwell, made the grant famous. In 1846, when Beaubien
and Maxwell first met, the latter was already known far
and wide for his lavish hospitality dispensed from his
"mansion" on the Cimarron. His wealth consisted in flocks
of sheep which throve remarkably in the unnumbered acres
over which they roamed unhindered. "At this time the
whole region between 'EI Pueblo' in Colorado, and Fernando de Taos in New Mexico was almost unknown, certainly unexplored; excepting those portions traversed by
the few traders travelling between Santa Fe and the Missouri River. But every trader, every major domo, every
teamster, every soldier, who passed over this part of the
trail knew Maxwell and most of them were known to him
by name. 20
Maxwell's home is described as being as much a palace
as the Circumstances and times permitted. "Some of its
apartments were most· sumptuously furnished, after the
prevailing Mexican style, while others were devoid of all
but table, chairs and cards for poker , . ."21 Had a guest
book been kept, the names of practically all those whose
fame had gone abroad in the southwest would .have been
recorded. "Kit Carson, ex-governor Thomas Boggs, Richens
(Uncle Dick) Wooten, Don Jesus Abreu,Colonel Ceran St.
Vrain, and other men whose names are well known in the
pioneer history of the Santa Fe trail, made his home a
rendezvous for years."22
Although it was not until 1864, on the death of his
father-in-law, that Maxwell purchased the entire grant, he
had associated himself so intimately with the veritable prinCipality that it is under his name that the tract, which
20.

History of New Mexieo,

21.

Idem.
Idem.

22.

180.

(Pacific States Publishing Co.)
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ultimately came to embrace 1,714,000 acres, is best known. 23
The success of Beaubien and Miranda was an inspiration to others. In November 1845,24 "the citizen Gervace
Nolan and associates" made a most compelling request for
a similar grant from Governor Armijo..

,

~

. . . I have found a piece of land, in the little
canon of Red River, vacant, unpopulated, and
uncultivated ... being situated to the south of the
possession of Messrs. Miranda and Beaubien,
which in the name of our supreme powers of the
Mexican nation, we solicit from the benignity of
your excellency to be pleased to grant us the favor
of giving us the possession of said land, marking
out to us, as its boundaries, on the north, the possessions of said Messrs. Miranda and Beaubien;
on the south, one league in a direct line, including
the Sapello river, according to its current (cordillera) ; on the west, another league from Red river,
and its current; and on the southeast, the little hills
of Santa Clara, with their range to the little canon
of Ocate. It is to be observed that a very small
portion of said land is susceptible of cultivation;
but what is more important, is to establish the
raising of horned cattle, sheep, horses. 25
In order to prove that the petitioners were worthy of
the grant, Nolan asserted that he had resided in the country for twenty-three years; had rendered service, either in
campaigns or contributions, whenever called upon. 26 The
request met with the approval of Armijo, who ordered the
Justice of the Peace of Lo de Mora to put Nolan and his
associates in possession. 27 In 1848, two of. the original
grantees, Juan Antonio Aragon and Antonio Maria Lucero,
23. In 1882 the United States filed a bill in chancery in the United States circuit
court to cancel the patent. The suit was won by the Maxwell Co. For an account
see Twitchell. The Spanish Archives of New Mexico. I. 51-65.
24. The document is dated 1825. which is very evidently a mistake.
25. Ho. Ex. Doc. 28, 36 Congo 2 Sess.• 8.
26. Idem. Nolan was naturalized in 1829 (Ritch I, 113. He was in Taos in 1827.
R I, 97.)
27. The name of the Justice of the Peace. Thomas Benito Lalanda, indicates
the gradual incorporation of the erstwhile traders in the population.
seems incredible that this does not point to connection with Bapiste La Lande already referred to.

It
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surrendered their claims for an apparently trivial compensation to Nolan. He thus came into possession of an estate
which eventually came to include 575,968 acres. 28
It is not surprising that a great deal of uncertainty
existed regarding the legality of many of the grants made so
prodigally. There were numerous changes in. the Constitution of Mexico as well as in the acts of the Mexican Congress
regarding land grants. Frequently such grants were issued
by officials who did not have the legal authority to do so.
Because of the length of time it necessarily took to inform
frontier officials of the changes, these grants, doubtless,
were made in perfect good faith, but when investigated
could not be maintained. Moreover, these grants to both
Mexicans and Americans were expressed in the vaguest
terms. For instance, it is said, the assigned length was
"from the old sheep corral of Jesus Maria Gonzales up the
Creek to Monument rock." The width extended from the
bed of the stream to the "faldas" of the mountains on
either side. The ambiguity of the word "faldas" justified
almost any interpretation. 29
Although the majority of those who obtained superb
estates during the Mexican regime did not succeed in having their claims ratified by the United States, they enjoyed
revenue and prestige during the years in which American
influence was beginning to make itself felt. Gradually the
"Foreigner" was becoming a fellow-countryman. It would
28. According to Mexican land laws only Mexican citiz"ens could acquire ownership of land. In filing a request for confirmation of the title in 1860, according to the
Act of Congress, 1854, which created the office of surveyor general for New Mexico
and ordered the filing of ~ll claims, Wheaton, the attorney for the heirs of Nolan,
declared that the latter was a 'naturalized Mexican citizen but that his naturalization
papers were destroyed in a fire ·in Marysville, California. (Ibid., 16) The total claim
was rejected by the Court of Private Land Claims.
29. History of New Mexico, I, 208-0. The famous Fossat or Quicksilver Mine Case
in California involved a lengthy discussion of the meaning of the word fulda. The
opinion given was that '\ .. evidence from poets, other dictionaries, and other prose
writers tended to. prove that if falda meant skirt, it meant the edge of the skirt its
extremity as well ·as its higher folds." (II Wallace, 649·728).
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not be long before he would be the leader in the new
country.so

College of the Holy Names,
Oakland, California.
(To Be Continued)
SO. By the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. 1848. the United States agreed to recognize land claims which were duly authenticated. USquatters," however, would see
no difference between the already granted New Mexican land and the re~t of the
public domain. Endless litigation was the result. It was only settled by the tardy
establishment of. the Court of Private Land Claims. 1891. whose sole duty was to finally
adjudicate between the conflicting claims. Numerous reports of. the findings of. this
court are found in the various histories of. New Mexico.

